Revealing the agenda 


ooks like the population debate is coming around 
earlier than even the federal government dared think. 
As predicted by this column last year, the vexed issue 


of immigration and asylum-seekers is now being carefully 
wrapped within the neutral phrase, “population debate”, as 
the expense, illegality and immorality of imprisoning asylum- 
seekers dawns on politicians and civilians alike. We can’t 
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den agenda of being pro asylum-seeker and in favour 
of higher immigration, but I do not believe that to be 
true, The group deeply believes that Australia can and 
should admit more people via immigration. A hidden 
agenda? Perhaps that’s a bit too conspiracy theorylike. 
Put it this way: at the summit some of the most 
articulate and influential people in the country will 
argue for the doors of Australia to be flung open in 
a way no political leader has for 50 years. 

The politics of this are intriguing. In one respect, 
the APop mob is the federal government's nightmare: 


keep locking them up. You can see it in Philip Ruddock’s 


face even while he’s desperate to maintain the political advan- 
tage of authoritarianism. And when figures are soon revealed to the 
Senate Estimates Committee of the cost of locking up displaced 
people, the pressure for an adaptation of the policy will mount. 

Enter the population debate. One influential group of 
business identities in Melbourne has been waiting for just such 
an opportunity, and the group, called APop, has moved with 
admirable speed to capitalise on the uncomfortable national 
mood and also remove the heat from this complex debate. It’s 
not about boat people; it’s not about people smugglers, In 
short, it’s not about what they want but what we want. 

APop, the Australian Population Institute, has been behind 
the issue du jour and has drawn support from people as varied 
as Sir Laurence Street, Mark Leibler, Lindsay Fox and Dame 
Elisabeth Murdoch. The group has Steve Vizard as its public face 
and is organising a high-profile summit in Melbourne on 
February 25 to discuss what Australia’s population level should 
be. No assumptions either way, just a full and frank debate 
about the economic, social and environmental consequences of 
a stable, lower or higher population. 

That's the public line but the people behind APop are much 
more passionate about the 
issue than this mission state- 
ment lets on, and have a 
firmly held point of view. 
That view was articulated in 
a letter to me last year invit- 
ing me to join the group 
for an informal discussion. 
In the letter — headed with 
the group’s mission state- 
ment of “A Vision of a 
Greater Australia” — the 
president, property devel- 
oper Bert Dennis, said the 
Meeting’s aim was to 
explore matters of popula- 
tion, immigration, fertility 
and ageing “with the aim of 
changing public percep- 
tions on immigration”. 

Last week, Street denied 
that the summit had a hid- 
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an educated and commercially powerful bunch of 
businesspeople with unchangeable views on what 
makes their work successful, getting together to figure out how 
to increase Australia’s labour force, distinct from any political 
party's policy. Signed off by one of the great Victorian rugged indi- 
vidualists, Dick Pratt — another person of dangerously firm views 
and deep pockets - the group has a significant membership of 
property developers, building industry members and opinion- 
makers. It’s noteworthy than when the summit was announced 
the PM was dismissive, saying it was unnecessary. Maybe, but the 
powerhouse of participants will make sure that it’s not irrelevant. 

Many have an émigré background and humanitarian leanings, 
and most dangerous of all for the government, they cannot be 
easily categorised. How do you make sense of a group that has 
received support from Malcolm Fraser and Hugh Morgan? 

In the meantime, the 
developing debate has moved 
the discussion of asylum- 
seekers into something more 
reasonable and has left the 
federal opposition flatfooted, 
Labor spokesperson on 
immigration, Julia Gillard, 
closed the year talking about 


| population as a way of side-stepping the more heated issue but 


has returned in 2002 still lacking a policy on mandatory detention 
and still without a firm response to the federal government's mess 
in Woomera, Curtin and Port Hedland. Instead, she muses about 
whether Ruddock is really just misunderstood. 

So what will be the communique arising from the population 
summit, and will anyone apart from the 500 or so who attend 
really care? Can a majority of nervous, defensive Australians be 
persuaded that, just as they are immigrants or the descendants 
of them, this country can only thrive if we let more people in? 
If the argument can shift towards a sensible ‘examination of the 
environmental impact of a population change then it’s possible 
that both the government and the opposition will lose control 
of the debate entirely. 

The CSIRO is already making sound points about any 


J increase in population needing to be matched by investment in 


green technologies ~ such as in car manufacturing, recycling and 
energy creation — so that humanity's “footprint” does not extend 
beyond its current boundaries. The great and powerful behind 
this population summit may see a néed for more people but if 
they still want the waters of Palm Beach or Portsea to be as clear 
and blue with a population of 50 million as they are now, then 
the environmental side of the population debate will need as 
much, if not more, of their visionary zeal. 
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